Control of human luteal steroidogenesis.
The human corpus luteum (CL) undergoes a dynamic cycle of differentiation, steroid hormone production and regression during the course of non-fertile cycles. In humans and other primates, luteal steroidogenesis is absolutely dependent on pituitary-derived LH. However, changes in LH and LH receptor expression do not explain the marked decline in progesterone production at the end of the luteal phase. Changes in the level of the steroidogenic acute regulatory protein (StAR), a gene whose expression is controlled by LH most likely account for the cyclic pattern of progesterone production. During the mid-to-late luteal phase of a fertile cycle, chorionic gonadotropin (hCG) rescues the CL, overcoming the actions of the factors inducing luteolysis. Although the agents causing regression of the CL in a non-fertile cycle are not yet known, intra-luteal growth factors and cytokines that modify the action of LH probably contribute to the reduction of StAR expression and the subsequent fall in progesterone production.